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Prologue





Many people have an idea of what they think amateur theatre is. Some of those ideas are based on preconceptions, some are based on snobbery, and some are gleaned from how amateur theatre is portrayed in other media, including plays. If you are one of the many thousands of people who partake in am-dram in the UK, you may well be familiar with some of the assumptions, and I’m pretty certain they won’t reflect your experience. If you are outside this world, you might approach it with a whole heap of prejudices. But amateur theatre might not be what you think it is. So, though it’s a risk to start a book with a cliché, I am going to go on a journey. I’m going on a journey to discover amateur theatre, as if I were some kind of Christopher Columbus in brutally heavy stage make-up. Actually, it’s more of a rediscovery, because I’m going back to my roots.

If you are hoping for a book that laughs at am-dram’s shonky sets and home-made costumes, you’ve come to the wrong place. There will certainly be some taking the piss, because who doesn’t love to poke fun at pretensions and luvvies? Who doesn’t get a vicarious thrill when things go wrong? Celebrating things going wrong is practically a national sport, we almost like it better than when things go right. If I do mock, amateur theatre is certainly mature and resilient enough to take it. But mocking is not the purpose I’m setting out with; one of the things this book will do is take amateur theatre seriously. Why? Because amateurs are really serious about their work, even though they are mostly doing it for fun. This has got to be a laugh, hasn’t it, otherwise what on earth is the point?

As I started my research, a friend said to me, ‘I hope this isn’t going to be all froth and light.’ Oh no, no, no, I quickly replied, putting on my serious face, there will be politics and history, it will be terribly grave and full of significance. Then I thought to myself, what if it were all froth and light? What would be so bad about that, if that’s what thousands of people love? I took the comment to be a specific dig at popular culture, at ‘light’ entertainment. It’s a weird phenomenon, that the more popular things are, the more they are derided. ‘Popular culture’ is not something you’re supposed to enjoy, if you know anything. You’re supposed to have ‘popular’ taste educated out of you. There is definitely a class element at play here, and amateur theatre suffers for that.

Fortunately, ‘froth and light’ would not be an accurate description of what amateur theatre actually is. Yes, some of it is very frivolous, but alongside that there is plenty of work whose intent is higher than ‘mere’ entertainment – because there are many different types of amateur theatre. It is not one thing. It is not just silly plays in shabby rooms. Sometimes, it can be experimental, and interesting, and challenging. Sometimes, it is absolutely not to my taste, but neither is all professional theatre. There’s a whole raft of people making all sorts of amateur theatre in all sorts of places, for the sheer hell of it. Or heaven, rather, because the word ‘joy’ will absolutely flow through this book, to the point of being annoying. After all, the word ‘amateur’, with its origins in Latin, Italian and French, means ‘from the heart’, and there is an abundance of heart in here.

Today, to call someone an amateur is to present them as second-rate, and I want us to look again at that connotation. Some amateurs work very hard not to use the word, describing what they do as ‘non-professional’ or ‘community’ theatre instead. They feel that ‘amateur’ describes some other thing, which they are not, something church-hally, or twee. But in refusing the word, they’re really not helping. If amateurs won’t accept the word ‘amateur’, why should anyone else? And similarly, some people reject the term ‘am-dram’ as being demeaning. I make no apologies for using both amateur and am-dram in this book – call it an act of reclamation.

This is a book that puts the amateur back into theatre history. It’s about people, and plays, and buildings. It’s my story, but it will contain many other people’s stories, too. How amateur theatre shaped them, helped them, saved them. Amateur theatre, in all of its forms, has a really strong hold on these islands. This book will tell us why.

NB: Left to my own devices, I would always call both women and men ‘actors’, because they are equal. In this book, I’ve used ‘actress’ where women specifically refer to themselves (or are referred to, in quotes) in that way. Where women call themselves ‘actors’, I have done the same. Occasionally, using ‘actress’ has been the path of least confusion in the text, and sometimes I’ve done it where it would be anachronistic to call them actors.




CHAPTER 1

Setting the Scene

This story starts in 1955, six years before I was born. There was a big freeze, a newspaper strike, Churchill resigned, and for the month of June the UK was in an official State of Emergency because of ongoing rail disputes. It was a summer of heatwave, drought, ITV and the first fish fingers. In July, Ruth Ellis became the last woman in Britain to be hanged, and in September, James Dean died in a car crash, aged twenty-four. He was one year older than my mother but, she told me, she had never really liked him anyway. I think I know why – he’d have been too blatant for her tastes; she was more of a Gregory Peck fan, or Tommy Steele. ‘He’s still going, you know.’

In 1955, my mum, Hazel Nicholson, was living with her parents in Kingstanding, Birmingham, and had recently graduated in English lit from Manchester University. She was a keen participant in the arts. She went to plays, films and concerts several times a week, hopping buses all over the place, the 33 or the 107 from Beggars Bush. She went to the Pavilion in Boldmere, the Scala in Stockland Green, the Empress in Sutton and the Gaumont in town. To the Arena Theatre in Cannon Hill, the (old) Rep and Stratford. She saw everything; modern, classics, Shakespeare, and things that sound truly terrible with titles like The Noble Spaniard and Demetrius the Gladiator and The Silver Curlew. I know these titles, where she saw them and with whom because she kept a diary and wrote two-line reviews of everything. My mum did not sit on the fence.


Mon 14 Feb 1955: Saw ‘Three Coins in a Fountain’. Beautiful scenery. Story puerile.

Thurs 5 May 1955: Stratford – ‘Twelfth Night’ – Laurence [Olivier] as Malvolio – delightful. Heavy nasal tones. Viola – Vivien Leigh – adequate. Poetic moments rather false. Wonderful evening.



(Vivien Leigh, adequate! It’s no wonder she rejected James Dean’s ostentatious smouldering.)


Wed 5 Oct 1955: Flicks to see ‘Not as a Stranger’. R. Mitchum somehow good, in spite of expressionless face.



I was enjoying her reviews. Here was confirmation, if needed, that the apple does not fall far from the tree. But one entry really stood out:


9 June 1955: Play – went quite well. Bit slow. B’ham Post there. Played ‘cat’s cradle’ with Philip!



There’s a lot in that sentence that’s revealing, not least the final, innocent exclamation mark. You can see from her diary entries that my mother kept her powder very, very dry. She didn’t scatter her punctuation, or her feelings, with abandon; they were both rationed. That’s not surprising, given that rationing itself had only ended in Britain the year before; people were used to keeping any kind of hunger buttoned down. For my mum to have given something, or someone, the extravagant flourish of an exclamation mark could only mean that it, or he, had significance.

Hindsight also helps.

In a parallel universe to the one in which Rebel Without a Cause was heating other young people to a frenzy, my mother was getting her kicks playing cat’s cradle with Philip. From our modern perspective you have to work quite hard to understand this, to get a sense of the frisson cat’s cradle might have caused between two consenting adults. Is that what counted for fun in the Midlands in the 1950s? Because it doesn’t exactly reek of allure, tangling wool round your fingers and hoping it will be seductive. But maybe that’s cynical. Maybe it is actually thrilling, to meet someone’s eyes over a string pattern, to slide your fingers in under the other person’s, make the string taut, then slip it from one to the other, accidentally touching skin as you go. It certainly worked here. Philip was the dentist Mum would marry two years later – my dad.

In 1955, my mum and dad met as members of an amateur theatre company, Highbury Little Theatre, on the outskirts of Birmingham, between Erdington and its slightly posher neighbour Sutton Coldfield. The cat’s cradle was happening in the green room, where the cast hung out when they weren’t required onstage. ‘The Voysey Inheritance, I think it was, the first play I started to know him. I played his wife, and I died in childbirth. So that was nice.’

Mum had joined Highbury in 1954 and is still a member in 2020. That makes sixty-six years and counting in the same company, working in every possible capacity, from lead roles to making tea and everything in between. All that drama, all her life, and to this day you will never find her flinging around an unnecessary bit of punctuation.

The game of cat’s cradle led to Philip giving her lifts home from the theatre in his car. It would have been a terrible car, he only ever had terrible cars, but it was his terrible car. Things moved up a notch, according to Mum’s diary, with him ‘happening to be in the area’ and dropping in on Christmas Day, behaviour which I find a bit appalling, just spontaneously rocking up on this most auspicious day. They wrote to each other all the time, letters passing between them like delicious contraband, each one noted meticulously in her diary.

Early on in their dating life they went to a dinner dance together, and my mum’s place card read ‘Mrs Philip Landreth’ – an innocent mistake but one she saw as a clear message. It felt right. She knew then, she told me, that they’d get married. They did, in 1957, and Highbury remained at the centre of their lives. They had their first child, my sister Sarah, in 1959, then me in ’61, then Ruth and Madeleine, also equally spaced. After that, they mostly took turns to be in plays, to avoid paying for babysitters. Money was always tight, the cars were always terrible. They were memorably cast together in The Lion in Winter in 1979, when Madeleine was fourteen and didn’t need babysitting. Dad played Henry II and Mum was Eleanor of Aquitaine. A lion cub on a very long lead was borrowed from the zoo to be used in a local newspaper photo, with my parents in the most regal robes the theatre could muster. Lion in winter, you see? This is the kind of stuff publicists dream of.

Highbury was the bedrock of our lives. I am a child of amateur theatre, it raised me, it’s in my DNA. But Highbury is not just significant in my life, it’s also significant in the history of amateur theatre. It was called a ‘Little’ theatre and was a founder member of the Little Theatre Guild because it has its own permanent theatre building. A place that was built entirely with the voluntary labour of its members, as recorded in a book by two of Highbury’s founders, Mollie Randall and John English. They wrote earnestly, and touchingly:


It is a truism that people and not a building make a theatre. But if a group of competent people, enthusiastic about their art, work together sufficiently hard and for a sufficiently long time, a theatre of real strength will grow from them.



The words ‘competent’ and ‘sufficiently’ don’t exactly scream ‘gaiety of nations’, but they reflect the intentions, which were honourable and serious. They were lofty from the off; Highbury’s founding group had formed in 1924, with their first play-reading of X=O, a one-act, blank-verse drama by John Drinkwater, about the meaninglessness and absurdity of war. If not exactly a barrel of laughs, at least it sounds true to their brand.

In a disused wooden mission hut in Sheffield Road, bought for £200, the ‘theatre of real strength’ that became Highbury Little Theatre was started. The first bricks were laid in September 1937, the first boards nailed to the stage in 1940, and carpets and seating rescued from Birmingham’s bombed-out Prince of Wales Theatre were installed soon after. The first production, Arms and the Man, opened on Friday 22 May 1942. War years, you’ll note. War might have slowed the players, but it didn’t stop them. The site was long and thin, and therefore so was the theatre. Each season they chose four plays from distinct categories: one important new play; an international classic; one that was simply a good piece of theatre; and one English classic, linked to their student group. ‘The Highbury Little Theatre,’ John and Mollie wrote, ‘is primarily devoted to the presentation of plays that cannot normally be seen in the commercial theatre.’ Plays like Jean-Paul Sartre’s Huis Clos, lots of Anton Chekhov and Jean Anouilh, and that classic sixteenth-century English comedy, Gammer Gurton’s Needle. (No, nor me.) If we need an analogy, Highbury wanted to be BBC4, whereas the big regional theatres and the West End were definitely the shiny-floored ITV. A tiny bit snobbish? Can you almost see the black polo-neck jumpers? I love thinking about them, this gang of sincere intellectuals, giving their all for the arts in the 1940s. Talking the talk, then actually building a theatre with their own hands. By 1947, when Mollie and John first recorded their history in this small hardback volume, the core membership was one hundred strong, and audience numbers stood at a whopping 3,500. Alongside the regular productions and student group, there was a Sunday club, which gave concerts and lectures, and a film group, which had the same purpose as the main theatre – to show films that were not widely available at commercial cinemas. Its aims were to make art, not money; to tell stories of real worth and meaning. On the one hand, it took itself terribly seriously. And on the other – as is clear from the photographic evidence, the stories and the diary entries – everyone seemed to be having a real laugh.

That my parents met at Highbury is not, it turns out, that unusual. Even at this one small theatre in the West Midlands there are other couples who met and married, like Rob and Ros Jones who got together in 1970. Ros told me how they’d both joined one summer, when Rob was put to work painting the ladies’ dressing rooms and she was given the job of painting the men’s loos front of house. It was her first encounter with a urinal and might have dented her illusion that amateur show business is all glamour. For the theatre’s production of The Crucible, in which Rob had one line as a guard, Ros was drafted in at the last minute to do props, when the regular person suddenly walked out; she quickly had to learn how to make manacles out of baked-bean tins and parchment out of tea-soaked paper. It was a steep learning curve. In one scene, ‘John Proctor was in his cell, and he was supposed to be eating a dish of rabbit stew lovingly brought in by his wife. I used oxtail soup instead of stew but forgot to change the props from fork to spoon, so he was trying to make a moving speech eating stew while watching soup draining through his fork. He came offstage asking where I was, as he wanted to kill me.’

Fortunately, it was just the dress rehearsal, so Ros lived to tell the tale. The day after the play finished, Rob rang to ask her out, and though I’m really reluctant to quote Shakespeare, all’s well that ends well. It only makes me cringe a tiny bit, these years later, that Rob played my mum’s son in The Lion in Winter, and Ros played the role of my dad’s mistress.

While the stories of my parents and couples like Rob and Ros are predominantly of romance, there is potentially another narrative. I used the words ‘amateur theatre’ to a friend and her instant response was ‘ah, the knocking shop of doom’, which hinted at something I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear. I’d been hoping for tales of stage love and skipping through the final curtain together, but her experience, through her parents’ local group, was all destroyed marriages and illicit shagging behind the scenery. Amateur theatre has many reputations that are worth challenging, but I talked to a lot of amateurs for this book and came across no other examples that reflect this particular experience. Perhaps that’s because ‘have you got any good stories about shagging that shouldn’t have happened?’ is too bold a question for an interview situation. So, I decided this notion belonged to an era of suburban pampas grass and car keys in bowls, and tiptoed quietly away.

In 1955, when my parents were tantalising each other, Highbury’s green room was actually less a room and more a corridor out to the back of the theatre. There were bench seats along each side, and black-framed cast photos and newspaper cuttings hung on nicotine-yellow walls. An old kettle and mismatched cups were stacked in somebody’s old kitchen cupboard, and everything was scruffy and chipped. ‘The green room then …’ Mum remembered, ‘I mean, you could live in it now.’ Could I? I wanted to go back there, to find out.




CHAPTER 2

Never Work With Children

‘Did you play an instrument as a child?’ my friend Justin asked me recently. Piano, I said, recalling the lessons I had every Friday afternoon from a woman called Mrs Pollock who rapped the top of my head with a wooden ruler in time to the music. I gave up piano lessons when I was barely through Grade 1, because the timing clashed with The Flintstones on TV and I couldn’t bear to miss it. ‘Did your parents make you perform when guests came round?’ Justin asked next, perhaps because that was his own experience. Oh no, I chuckled, my parents never did that. We were amateur theatre, darling. The problem was not making us put on a show. The problem was stopping us.

Given that the theatre was so integral to our parents’ lives, it was inevitable that it would become part of their four children’s too. We were raised in am-dram in the same way other families raise children to support their local football team. I’d say Highbury was our church, except church was our church. And everything about our house seemed well suited to putting on a show. We had the attitude. We knew how plays worked. We had a great dressing-up box, full of faded fancy frocks with puffy skirts made of so much nylon we’d spark off each other like sparrows hitting an active wire. Our sitting room and dining room were separated by sliding double doors, so one room became the auditorium, the other the stage. We’d arrange chairs in the sitting room facing the doors, which we’d open like theatre curtains, using the door frame as our proscenium arch. We’d invite neighbours in, and they’d share a programme, a folded page delicately felt-tipped with the name of the play, a cast list, a brief running order and some decorative flourishes. My sister Ruth would have made that, or Madeleine. That level of attention to detail wasn’t in my skillset.

One possible fly in the ointment for our early dramatic endeavours was that we were four girls, and there were no plays that called for only girls. One of us was always required to play the Handsome Prince, or Hansel or Rumpelstiltskin, and that person was inevitably me. I had learned early on that being the princess was passive and boring; being a flashing-eyed evil goblin was much more fun and got you more attention. Don’t aim for pretty, I thought, that’s a crowded marketplace. Aim for funny. While this needed some finessing, the seeds had been sown. I’d got the bug. 

It made sense that it was me who played the boy. You’d have picked me for the boy too. There’s not a massive collection of images of the four of us – even owning a camera was quite posh back then. Snaps would be taken cautiously – spontaneity was an expensive risk; the film would be delivered to the chemist, and until you got the envelope back, you’d have no idea which of the pictures would be wonderful and which ones a failure. Someone would invariably say ‘yeah, OK, David Bailey’, if you tried to frame something in a more experimental way, perhaps by encouraging your subjects not to just stare at the camera blankly. Nevertheless, once a year, my parents got a photographer in to take official family shots, and there’s a small collection of these portraits. In most of them we are arrayed in twos, older at the back, younger at the front. One year we were lined up, sitting on a long, low, fifties coffee table, looking back over our shoulders at the camera. My sisters are sweet fluffballs and I, with my bowl haircut and splayed teeth, am more from the dark side.

‘Your sisters are pretty,’ my great-aunt told me when I was about nine, ‘but you’re handsome, like a horse.’ I probably thanked her. I knew what she said was wrong, but I also knew she was right. Whenever people found out my dad had four daughters, they always expressed pity for him – ‘you poor thing, five women!’ – but I thought, it’s OK, he has me, I’m as much of a son as a girl can be. I was a happy gender-nonconformist, a handsome horse who wore boys’ shoes, played with cars not dolls, and slopped about being the fool. I was loud, my limbs shot out everywhere, and I was useless at presenting myself neatly, or even cleanly, as evidenced by the over-greasy fringe I’m sporting in those few precious family photos.

Dining-room theatres were not going to hold handsome horses for long. This stage was too small for me; the neighbours were an insufficient audience. I needed somewhere bigger, so I graduated to playing the role of ‘kid in a crowd’ at Highbury. My second home was about to become my first.

Child actors are always annoying, and I was no different. There was a gang of us aged between maybe eight and eleven, the children of actors, playing fill-in ruffians in bustling Restoration market scenes, ready to run on then off again, not at all interested in the rest of the play because it was boring. We’d chase around backstage, giddy with the late-nightness of it all, the freedom of new bedtimes and new friendships and being part of something so adult. We’d sit ready in the theatre’s shabby green room, in our tatty old costumes of patched britches or pinnies and thin cotton bonnets, our faces plastered in vibrant stage make-up. (Literally, it was like plaster.) We’d be painted Trumpian orange, with contours striped on in grey, white and brown like the mottled markings of a baby gull. Eyeliner as thick as Cleopatra’s. This was no place to be subtle; everything on the stage needed to be big and bold. You had to be seen from the back of the auditorium under fierce, unforgiving lights. Stage make-up came in fat, numbered pan sticks wrapped in thin gold foil which was peeled back sparingly as the stick was used; my father kept his in a blue metal box not intended for this purpose, but perfect nonetheless with its top tier of small compartments, and a space at the bottom for tins of powder and removal cream, as thick and potent as the grease you might put on for a Channel swim.

We’d be called to the wings, where we’d wait, whispering and hopping with excitement. On cue, we’d leapfrog each other across the stage, or stumble through the occasional line – ‘Hey, mister! Over here!’ or ‘Watch it, guvnor!’ – and then we’d race off, adrenaline pumping, out of breath and big-eyed. Then, aged about twelve, I got my first big role, as Tom Sawyer’s girlfriend Becky in Huckleberry Finn – though the idea of being ‘a girlfriend’ either onstage or in real life was completely distant and unappealing to me. Tom was played by a round, red-haired boy much shorter than me who I didn’t like. I remember that I wore long white pop socks, which my leg hair poked through, and cotton bloomers thin from decades of laundering, and that when I sat down onstage I had to make sure there was no gap between the top of the socks and the bottom of the bloomers. One night I got hit on the head by a piece of flying scenery during a scene change but I carried on, semi-concussed. The risk of being seriously injured was a regular part of childhood, exemplified by the dangers of any children’s playground. ‘The witch’s hat’ swivelled round so fast and heavy that you’d regularly get thunked on the forehead by it; the rocking log jerked violently back and forward, giving you whiplash. Everything was made of rusted metal or splintered wood. Landing surfaces might as well have been sprinkled with broken glass. It raised us hard, so of course I finished the scene.

I remember once I was playing a lout who stole a loaf of bread and got chased across the stage by a fellow actor, an adult, cracking a whip. One night, the whip ‘accidentally’ caught me. I’ve never forgotten the actor who did that, and though I could use this opportunity to name and shame him, I won’t. He knows who he is.

As a child, I would do anything for my dad’s company. I played endless games of backgammon, listened to his Focus albums, and learned to cast a fly in a river. I went to Suffolk with him once to test-drive a Saab we’d never be able to afford and had no intention of buying, both of us delighting in how it raised when Dad started the engine, and lowered when he turned it off. Not having to share my dad with my sisters was the goal and going to the theatre with him was a good way to achieve that. Dad was Head of Sound at Highbury, operating the show from a tiny box at the back of the auditorium accessed via a vertical ladder and a trapdoor. There was barely enough room in it for him and Len, who did the lights, and if I was in there too it was a squash. I watched over Dad’s shoulder as he operated all the sound cues on a massive Revox reel-to-reel machine. It was a physical, analogue process. In the dining room at home he’d tape bits of music or effects from his large record collection, then splice the tape with a sharp blade we weren’t allowed to touch. Each section of tape contained one sound cue, one piece of music cut to time, one effect. A doorbell, footsteps, a plane flying over. (‘Can you specify which kind of plane you want,’ he’d say to the director, and quibble pedantically if they suggested one that wasn’t historically appropriate.) Then he’d join all the sections together, using clear tape which formed stops; it was pleasingly precise. You could see the neat splices as they spooled from one reel to the other, the machine stopping in the gaps with a very particular clunk I hold as a sound memory. I would sit in the tiny, sweaty sound box, following the action onstage, watching Dad’s finger follow the script.

Dad was a heavy smoker, and when the play was finished, we’d lift the trapdoor and smoke would billow out. Home was a permanent cloud too – no one would have dreamed of going outside for a fag. Dad smoked in the car driving us to school every morning, and we’d run into assembly (always late) reeking of tobacco. When I was born, Dad delivered me in their bed at home and I wonder if he was smoking then. I imagine that he was, casually uncoiling the bloody umbilical cord from round my neck, with a fag in the corner of his mouth, anointing my newborn head like it was Ash Wednesday.

By the time I was fourteen I could control the sound desk for a show without him. I’d climb up the ladder into the booth and sit on the left with Len on the right. I’d carefully follow the script, my whole body leaning into it when I knew they were coming up for a phone call, for footsteps on the gravel outside, for something smashing, off. Poised to get it exactly right. It was a matter of pride, of not letting Dad down. I got to know an eclectic range of music, and I knew the plays I worked on inside out, every pause of them. The only ones I wasn’t allowed to work on were those with sex scenes in them which were always a risky choice for Sutton Coldfield patrons anyway – except if Alan Ayckbourn wrote them, because that wasn’t the sexy kind of sex.

When Highbury started a new youth theatre, my parents might as well have waved me goodbye. I was an outsider at school, but here was a place where I fitted in, where my noise and boy sandals weren’t too much. I was attentive to every lesson I could learn here. How to be a fool in public, how to try stuff, how my voice sounded out loud. How there is no such thing as the least important member of a team. How to find your light, and what that even means.

Some people don’t need to find their light, they just have an expectation that the light will find them, and so it does. If you’ve never experienced how cold it is outside, then the warmth of going in will have less meaning for you. But there are plenty of us who aren’t given light, or who hide from it, or pass it on immediately to someone else. Amateur theatre can help you find your light, stand in it, and be seen.

In the theatre, I also found my people. Alongside my gang of fellow teens, there were people with a range of experiences and stories. People from factories and universities, people who worked in offices or on assembly lines. A community which shared a goal – the show. This was not the world as represented by my Catholic school, where I was ostracised for being odd, for not being the same as other girls. Here I could find my own role models, outside of the prescribed list. I could stand on a stage and laugh my head off with this disparate collective, and that was a terrific liberation. I could be a great big handsome horse and toss my mane freely. Life became all about Friday-night work parties (a bit of a misnomer, these were weekly sessions when all the other stuff involved in a production happens – set building, costume sorting, prop making, bar stocktakes, maintenance and so on), first lock-ins at the bar, friendships and romance, smoking and getting drunk and hangovers. Oh yeah, and plays.

A photo exists from August 1980, taken for the Sutton Coldfield News. I found it recently reproduced in Highbury actor Reg Tolley’s self-published memoir, Memories of a Highbury Ham. The photo is of six young people who had all started out acting at Highbury and were now pursuing theatre either at university or drama school. The photographer had us all arrayed up a stepladder. (Ladder to fame, get it?) Of the five others I remember three, because they were my great friends – Adrian Middleton, Mike Agnew and Michael Browne (who we always used to tease because he couldn’t master the simple art of striding across a stage. I went to a professional musical recently and Jesus had the same issue – once you’ve seen it, you know it. ‘He walks like a hipster in Top Shop,’ I whispered to my pal, ‘who’s spotted a bargain and wants to get there quick without alerting anyone else to it.’). I was also at school with Adrian and Mike, and had starred in the sixth-form play with Adrian, in something called The Car. It was mostly about a car. We packed the school hall out, especially after the first night when word got round that Adrian and I kissed onstage, which was shocking, and gave us instant celebrity. In that Sutton Coldfield News photo, we are the straightest bunch you ever saw, all flared jeans and V-neck jumpers. Everywhere else, the world had gone absolutely punk, and we had gone absolutely theatre. The shame.

I grew up in those years at Highbury. What would I have done without it? Where else would this outsider child have found any kind of community, as school had not provided one? It became my trajectory, it funnelled me into the rest of my life. Without it, where would I have gone?

Comedian and writer Brenda Gilhooly found her people in amateur theatre, too. ‘Literally from the age of five I was telling everyone I wanted to be an actress,’ she told me. There was nothing theatrical in her family background, her parents were both nurses. She wasn’t taken to the theatre, not even panto. But like me, Brenda grew up in the Catholic Church, which is bursting with theatricality, with its dazzling settings, fancy costumes and rituals, and sometimes-charismatic lead actors. Brenda made the most of every performance opportunity church provided her; she used to read at Mass just as a chance to get up on that altar/stage. Then, aged fourteen, she discovered Epsom Youth Theatre.

‘There was a little park just outside the town, steps going down into a sort of space, and they did Shakespeare, in the summer, in this garden. Which I thought was so magical.’

Brenda then joined another group in Dorking that was putting on The Crucible and she got the part of Abigail. ‘It was just … mega. There was no question about it, that was how I was going to make a living. It was everything. I would have done anything for that am-dram group. I really put the hours in. It was my life.’

Also like me, Brenda went to university and studied drama, and she graduated just as the whole stand-up scene was blooming. ‘It was 1989, I was twenty-four, and I thought, right, I’m going into stand-up comedy.’

For me and Brenda, the stakes were not that high. It was our lives, but it was not life or death. Other people, like journalist and writer Mic Wright, are certain that amateur theatre was the one thing that got them through very difficult teen years. Mic described himself to me as a ‘really sad and upset kid’ who was good academically but got picked on, a lot. Then he did some drama at school, liked it, and found out about the Norwich Theatre Royal’s arts course. He went as a way to make friends, every Saturday.

‘It’s how I met my best friend, it’s the reunion I go to every year, and before Christmas I go to the pub to meet up with all the people. It was the social part of it that was so important. It’s like … the Island of Misfit Toys or something.’

The experience sounded really present for him, even now. ‘It’s still live,’ he said. ‘We still do that “let’s get the band back together” thing.’ As well as feeling life-saving, the whole experience has also been central to his work as a journalist.

‘I deliver on time, to length, to the brief, and I learned that from the discipline of doing drama. Turn up, and respect everyone in the company by knowing your lines, cos if you don’t, you’ll get bollocked.’

Mic was realistic about its panacea effect, though. It wasn’t some kind of Billy Elliot thing, and it didn’t fix the damage from being bullied, but it did bring him out of himself.

‘The bonds from it are forged in those intensities, those moments, those drama games and warm-ups, that sense we’re going into battle now.’

When I left for university at Warwick, just far enough from home, Dad bought me an art-supply box to keep my stage make-up in. It was plastic, not exactly the same as his blue metal one, but near enough. And I was off.

I spent the next four years dressed in boiler suits and chef’s chequered trousers and old man’s pyjama tops and vests I made out of old sheets, and tie-dyed. I spent my time shagging around and being taught how to cook spaghetti carbonara by a much more sophisticated boyfriend from Goole. I lived in a communal house, and wherever the slugs left trails up the walls, we painted flowers. Apart from sex and spaghetti, my life revolved around being in a lot of plays of all sorts, from Greek tragedies that featured geometrical dancing, to Italian comedies with me as a ruff-necked madam. We toured Denmark with a production of The Crucible (I think every single amateur actor in the country has been in The Crucible at some point) and performed a compilation we called Acts of Violence. We really loved violence. We loved Edward Bond, particularly his play about stoning a baby in a pram, and anything about abused women. I played a sexy murderer in prison in Chicago, dancing in heels, a bustier and a strong smoky eye look. We performed on the stage of Warwick Arts Centre with professional technical staff and felt like we were really something. My pal Sally Brookes (she was never just Sally, always Sally Brookes, even though there were no other Sallys) and I wrote ourselves a multi-character play, more of a nascent sketch show really, which got a lot of laughs. Laughs – they were a high to coast home on. We ate, slept and breathed theatre.

When university finished, it was obligatory that we all move to London. We were going to make it. I felt sad for my friends who had been born in London; they were only going home, while the rest of us could experience a sense of having arrived. I believed we’d spend all our time putting on plays and that I’d be an actor.

I moved to London in 1983, aged twenty-two, with my drama gang: Karen, Libby, Dave, Adrian, Paul, Jonty, Mick, Sally Brookes. Karen, Libby and I found a flat in Forest Hill via an ad in the Guardian ‘Flats to Let’ section. We moved into the top floor of a large house right on the busy South Circular. I drive past it occasionally now, wondering if anyone ever sunbathes in the gravelled back garden like we did, the tiny stones leaving dents in our young burnt skin. Forest Hill in 1983 was a long way from the main stage. I hadn’t quite arrived, after all. Still, who cared? I knew what kind of acting roles I was good for: the comedy girlfriend, the stooge, the prat-faller. Throwing shade was where I’d found my niche. I didn’t mind looking foolish or being physical or ugly, actually I relished it. This was an era packed with fantastic, innovative companies: Complicite, Trestle, Incubus, Paines Plough, Footsbarn – oh, the first time I saw Footsbarn it was absolute magic. Anarchists on stilts, hewn from dirt and fire and sex and masks and filthy imagination, doing Shakespeare. Juggling and fooling with his words to bring them into some new crazy circus theatre life. I wanted to run away and join Footsbarn; I think I still do. These were my heroes, their lives spent on the road in vans, performing in tiny rooms and rackety tents. Radical experimental noisy dirty theatre was thriving. The more energetic, physical, and raw, the better. Who wanted, in those circumstances, to be the romantic lead, the pretty one? I knew that if there was power in my face it didn’t lie in romance. I wanted to be the one who was growling and stamping and getting laughs. That was my currency.

Everyone hit the road running, raring to go, champing at the bit, grasping life by the mettle – all the clichés. Except for me. As I graduated, my beloved dad became seriously ill with a not-entirely-unexpected heart attack. I mentioned, I think, the chain-smoking. I spent the first few weeks of my new London life shuttling between Forest Hill and a hospital in Birmingham. Wherever I was, I was always going home to the other place. Then he died, and nowhere was home any more.

In London the ghost of my dead dad was with me. He sat at the end of my bed chatting to me. In London I kept going, avoiding any kind of emotional conversation about his death because I didn’t want to make things difficult for anyone. In Birmingham I was the organiser, the one who got things done, who sorted out Dad’s jumper drawer. In neither place was I expressing my feelings, they’re still hidden in a tangled mess somewhere along the M40. But then, it’s only been thirty-something short years.

Here I was, with a face for comedy and all this sadness. And I fell headlong at the first hurdle. I went up for a couple of fringe acting jobs but didn’t get them; I wasn’t resilient or talented enough, I know now. I didn’t quite have that thrusting ambition – so unattractive in a woman, don’t you think? – that one needs to push a career forward. I didn’t entirely give up, I learned to drive in the hope of being cast as an ambulance driver on Casualty. I wasn’t going to auditions for Casualty, or anything that might have actually made this happen. I just learned to drive and … waited. But I couldn’t find my light any more. It had been snuffed out and I lacked the wherewithal to reignite it. I thought I’d just … keep waiting, and somebody would rescue me. By the time I was twenty-nine Mum had stopped saying ‘you’d be a great Blue Peter presenter’ and I’d accepted I wasn’t going to be discovered, on Casualty or anywhere. Over time I have found my light from different sources; not the one big light I’d expected, but more a series of small fairy lights strung together, creating an effect. My years at Highbury gave me a love of making theatre; my love of theatre sent me off to the fringes. I wrote a couple of ‘little plays’ which had small productions in Edinburgh and London (I’ve still got the reviews, snipped from newspapers and stashed in a faded yellow cardboard folder). I did press and publicity for a comedy promoter, I wrote reviews for political women’s magazines, I worked for a London venue at the start of the stand-up boom. It’s what I call a ‘patchwork CV’ though the smarter term is ‘portfolio’. I’ve lived a creative life in London, which is perhaps what ‘making it’ really means.

And here I am now, making a decision – I’m going back to Highbury. Will I walk out on that stage and find my original light? I wonder. Everything remains to be seen.




CHAPTER 3

Backstory

One of the most common questions I’m asked about amateur theatre is: ‘when did it start?’ The answer is easy because, at the start, all theatre was amateur. From the moment humans began telling stories, there would have been one show-off who decided he had to act out exactly how he caught and killed the boar currently roasting over the fire. (I’m not using the word ‘show-off’ with judgement. Not much judgement, at least. Some of my best friends … etc.) He’d have leapt off his rock, grunting ‘you be the boar, John’ to his fellow caveman, ‘and I’ll be me’. John would have thrown the boar’s skin over his shoulders, they’d have done a bit of funny business with the tusks, and between them, improvised a charade of how their skill and cunning had defeated the animal, in a performance full of twists, pathos, jeopardy, drama, comedy and, ultimately, our hero’s conquering journey. As the tension mounted someone would have heckled and been told to shut up, and at the end the women would have cheered, and our two performers would have got laid. Plus ça change; show business has always had this power.

The first examples of what we now understand as theatre in this country happened in church. In the Middle Ages, Bible stories were brought to life by members of the clergy, not ‘actors’ as such, just people used to commanding a crowd. There was one slight problem: the villain
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